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JOHNSON AS ZEUS,
BOSWELL AS DANAE
Que(e)r(y)ing Sex and Gender Roles
in
Boswell's Life of Johnson
John J. Burke, Jr.

oswell's Life of Johnson is described as a work
conceived in a sexual act, with Johnson playing the
male part and Boswell the female. Moreover, this
is something we are told by Boswell himself:
In the early part of my acquaintance with [Johnson], I
was so wrapt in admiration for his extraordinary colloquial
talents, and so little accustomed to his peculiar mode of
expression, that I found it extremely difficult to recollect and
record his conversation with its genuine vigour and vivacity.
In progress of time, when my mind was, as it were, strongly
impregnated with the Johnsonian aether, I could, with much
more facility and exactness, carry in my memory and commit
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to paper the exuberant variety of his wisdom and wit. (I,
421)^

Boswell is, clearly enough, alluding here to the classical story of Zeus
and Danae. In that story great Zeus in one of his many disguises
impregnates yet another mortal woman. An oracle had warned
Acrisius, the king of Argos, that he would be killed by his own
grandson. So as a precaution he had imprisoned his beloved daughter,
the lovely Danae, in an underground chamber to keep her inaccessible
to any male. The ruler of the gods, however, learns of her whereabouts
and then outwits her father by transforming himself into a shower of
gold. In that disguise he is able to gain entrance into the underground
chamber and access to Danae. She becomes pregnant as a result of this
unusual coupling and later gives birth to a son who will become the
Greek hero Perseus. Perseus accidentally kills his own grandfather
somewhat later, just as the oracle had predicted. What needs attention
in this quotation, however, is less the elements in a familiar classical
story than the fact that Boswell here compares himself to a woman, and
that he does so without any hint of discomfort or embarrassment. That
is why I believe this passage is the key we need for understanding how
Boswell, intentionally or unintentionally, gendered the text of the Life
of Johnson.
The story of Zeus and Danae would have appealed to Boswell for
reasons that are not far from the surface. First and perhaps most
obviously, Boswell had spoken before of Johnson's talk as "gold dust"
in the Tom (V, 174). The allusion to Danae in the Life adds to the
metaphor that links Johnson's talk to something of great value or
worth the suggestion of creativity. Johnson's talk has now become a
kind of golden sperm. The allusion to the story of Zeus and Danae has
the added advantage of once again underscoring Johnson's heroic
stature, this time comparing him to the all-powerful lord of the skies
and king of the Olympians. There may be an additional suggestion that
Boswell, like Danae, had been condemned to darkness and obscurity
until he was impregnated by the divine words of the godlike Johnson,

* BoswdVs Life and Johnson, Together with BoswdVsJournal of a Tourto the HehridesandJohnson's
Diary of a Journey into North Wales, ed. Geoi^e BirkbeckHill, rev. Lawrence F. Powell. 6 vols.
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1934-64. All future quotations from and citations to Boswell*s Life
and Boswell's Tour will be to tkis edition and will be included in tbe text.
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but that may be pressing things farther than anything Boswell intended,
consciously or unconsciously.
Of ail the elements in this comparison, though, the one that seems
most vital is that of the male Boswell comparing himself to a female.
Yet there is nothing new or terribly startling about male authors
comparing themselves to women. Womb-envy can be every bit as real
as penis-envy. Men, it seems to me, have always envied the ability of
women to conceive, then foster and give birth to new life. Males may
have an indispensable role in the process of reproduction, but father
hood, biologically speaking, is momentary at best, and subject to
considerable uncertainty if we are to believe the obsession with
cuckoldry that seems to be a central part of our literary tradition. No
matter, once a new life has been created the father has no further
physical or biological role. He may be important for social, economic,
cultural and perhaps emotional reasons, but mechanically speaking
what he does is rather insignificant.
That may be why the creative arts, literature in particular, have
always had a special appeal to males. When they find themselves in a
creative role—and a literary artist is by definition such a role—they find
themselves nurturing something new, and therefore performing a
female role. Thus we have Sir Philip Sidney, to take but one example,
comparing his initial problem as a poet to a woman undergoing labor
pains but unable to give birth.
Thus great with child to speake, and helplesse in my throwes.
Biting my trewand pen, beating my selfe for spite,'
"Foole," said my Muse to me, "looke in thy heart and write."^
The poet does begin to write, and so the sonnet sequence we know as
Astrophil and Stella has, if you will, been successfully born. Boswell
therefore in suggesting that Johnson had made him pregnant is on the
surface of things merely playing with convention and continuing a
time-honored literary or poetic tradition'.

^ The Poems of Sir PhUip Sidney^ ed. William A. Ringler, Jr. (Oxford; Clarendon, 1962), 165.
^ Boswell himself liad used another version of this trope when he spoke Johnson's edition of
Shakespeare being brot^htforch bya Caesareansectionpeiformed with the knife of Churchill's
satire (1,319)
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It is also true that this single allusion to the story of Zeus and
Danae occupies but a moment in the Life, and the Life in its unabridged
form is, as everybody knows, a very long work. However, I believe
there is something special in this moment. It is after all dealing with
one of the crucial issues in the Life, that is, with the authenticity of
Boswell's record of Johnson's talk and conversation."^ For that reason
alone, it has succeeded in capturing the attention of generations of
commentators upon the Life. But what I would like to draw attention
to here is something overheated, or if you will overdetermined, in
Boswell's language that makes this comparison loom much larger than
the mere moment it occupies in the physical text of the Life.
This same quality is noticeable, I think, in other language
intended to elevate Johnson to heroic stature. In addition to being
compared in this instance to Zeus, Johnson is compared to Hercules in
three other instances in the Life fl, 38; n, 260; HI, 285) We are
reminded of his heroic qualities without mythic references when we are
told, for instance, how he separated two fighting dogs with his bare
hands; or when we are told that he did not just read books, he tore
their hearts out (HI, 285); or when he gives expression to his uncon
querable will near the end of his life when he says, "I will be conquered;
I will not capitulate (IV, 374). The most famous and perhaps the most
memorable instance of all the heroic tropes, though, is still that
moment when Boswell compares Johnson to a Roman gladiator beating
back the wild beasts who seek to devour him (H, 106). All of these are
instances of manly behavior as that is defined in Johnson's 1755
Dictionary: "firm; brave; stout; undaunted; undismayed," and illustrated
by such passages as this one from Dryden's Jmenal: "Serene and manly,
hardene'd to sustain/The load of life, and exercis'd in pain." This is the
heroic Johnson in Boswell's Life that has stirred generations of readers.'
Moreover, the masculine Johnson that Boswell envisioned and sought
to project is distinrtive to his work, and not to be found in any other
place. He is most definitely not the Johnson to be found in the other

* For a more extemsive discussion of this important issue, see my essay, "Talk, Dialogue,
Conversation, and Other Kinds of Speech Acts," Compendious Conversations: The Method of
Dialogue in the Early Enlightmment, ed. Kevin L. Cope (New York: Peter Lang, 1992), 65-79.
' It certainly seems to have stirred Harold Bloom. He citesthis passageto tell uswhy Boswell's
Life of Johnson still matters in his book. The Western Canon: The Books and Sdiool for the Ages
(New York: Harcourt Brace, 1994), 185.
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contemporary biographies by Sir John Hawkins and Hester Thrale
Piozzi.'
There is, however, something else in the Boswellian language that
I think needs attention. All of them conjure up pictures of Johnson
playing very manly roles, and thus have unmistakable connotations of
virility, and therefore of sexual potency.^ It seems hard to believe that
Boswell is not somehow articulating what it was he found so appealing
in Samuel Johnson, and therefore why he responded to him so
intensely; in other words, they seem to be part of a feminine response
to Johnson's displays of masculine strength.
I believe this carries over to other moments in the Life as well.
There are several occasions, for instance, when Johnson is spoken of as
a bear (U, 66; U, 347; IV, 113, [Boswell's] n. 2), and one instance where
he was described by Boswell's father as Ursa Major (V, 384). Undoubt
edly, Johnson's large physical frame made many people think of him
as a bear, and it also has something to do with his physical clumsiness
and his "roughness of manner." But I would like to point out that to
compare a man to a bear is also to draw attention to his manliness, and
in that sense it is quite complimentary. Moreover, it is clearly gendered
masculine since it would be hard to conceive of a woman who would
find herself much complimented by being described as a bear. Much
the same can be said about the comparisons of Johnson to a bull,
another time-honored symbol of virility. The most memorable
instance of this may be when Boswell speaks of Johnson having "tossed
and gored" his opponents during a conversational bout (EI, 66). To be
sure, the buried metaphor in this instance draws sympathetic attention
to the aggression of a majestic creature under siege, but once again the
sexual element seems hard to ignore. Boswell himself would later
become the butt of such a tossing and goring himself (HI, 328), but it

' For The Life of Samuel Johnson by Sir John Hawkins, see Bertram H. Hivis, Johnson before
Boswell: A Study of Sir John Hawkins' "Life of Samuel Johnson" (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1960); for an assessment of Anecdotes of the Late SamuelJohnson, TIT) by Hester Piozzi,
see James L. Clifford, Hester Lynds Piozzi (Mrs. Tbrale), 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1968),
255-76. For other illuminating information, see Mary Hyde, TheImpossiUe Friendship: Boswell
and Mrs. Thrale (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972).
' The word virility indndes the notion of sexual potency is made dear in the second dtation
under the word virility in Johnson's Dictionary. The illusttation comes from Sir Thomas
Browne: "The great dimacterical waspast, before they began children, or gave"any testimony
of their virility,for none begat children before the age of sixty-five."
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may be worth noticing that he would only admit to being "tossed," not
to being "gored."
There are other instances in the Life that I believe point in the
same direaion. Johnson himself seemed taken aback by the warmth
and intensity of Boswell's response to him, as his own words would
indicate in a letter quoted by Boswell in the Life: "I have from you,
dear Sir, testimonies of affection, which I have not often been able to
excite" (II, 205). We have other moments when Boswell admits to
testing Johnson's affection, waiting to see what his response will be if
he does not write (EI, 394). Their fallings out with one another from
time to time have the look and feel of lovers' quarrels (11, 107-09;
206-07; 337-38).
What I am saying, I admit, is very much at odds with our
traditional picture of Boswell.' That picture, I am fairly sure, is largely
one of robust heterosexuality, so robust that it in fact becomes and
became self-destruaive. One could almost say that Boswell when he
died of uremic poisoning at the relatively early age of 54 became a
victim of, perhaps also a martyr to, the myth of masculinity that
prevailed in his own time and place'. Almost anybody who has read at
any length in Boswell's journals is going to remember those occasions
when the cravings came upon Boswell and how he was then out and
about in search of a whore to gratify his lust. When he is not paying
for momentary and anonymous gratification he is pursuing some kind
of intrigue, with one woman or another of somewhat higher social
standing, and this frenetic and compulsive activity continues through

* George S. Rousseau tas what it is perhaps the dassic essay on this topic. See "The Pursuit of
Homosexuality in the Eighteenth Century: 'Utterly Confused Category' and/or Rich
Repository.'" Eighteenth Century Life, 9 (1985), 132-68. It may be worth noting that in this
prize-winning piece Rousseau raises questions about the sexual orientation of Swift, Pope, John
Gay (134), Sir Isaac Newton (134-35), and Edmund Burke (135), hut strangely enough never
mentions Boswell and/orJohnson. This essay has been reprinted in volume 3 of Rousseau's
collected essays.Pre- andPost-Modem Discourses (Manchester and NewYork: Manchester Univ.
Press, 1991), 2-43.
' William B. Ober, M.D., working in dose conjimction with Frederick A. Pottle, determined
that Boswell suffered from at least 19separate instances of venerealinfection during his adult life,
the first one in March of 1760 when he was merely 19 years old, the last in 1790 when he was
over 50. See Boswell's Clap and Other Essays (Carbondale and EdwardsvQle: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1979), 40-42. Moreover, in the same essay Ober concludes that Boswell's
premature death was almost certainly the direct result of uremia, and that his uremia was itself
the result of multiple episodes of gonorrhea (28). Frank Brady secondsObet's opinion in//<mes
Boswell: The Later Years, 1769-1795 (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1984), 490.
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the time when he was married, and eventually the father of four
children, not counting those of his offspring who had died in infancy.
How could all of this physical evidence of heterosexuality possibly
square with the indications of a person who seems to be drawn
psychologically toward Samuel Johnson as a woman to a man, that is,
someone who we might say shows clear signs of femininity?
I believe that it does square, but only if we are willing to shake
ourselves loose from the tyranny of popular usage of the word
homosexual'". In other words, we have to be talking here about
psychological realities, not the physical. We also have to put aside any
notion of fixed sexual identities; in other words, the notion that, you
either are or you aren't, one or the other. Boswell was in my view
clearly, indisputably, irrefutably heterosexual, provided that we are
talking about applying the customary criteria to the faas as we know
them. But then again, so was Shakespeare. Moreover, the evidence
from Boswell's written works seems more than sufficient for conclud
ing that his sexuality was far more complicated than we are accustomed
to think within the prison-house of language.
First, it seems obvious that Boswell's heterosexuality included
many notions that would today be described as male chauvinism at its
most brutal. Among other things he had what we almost certainly
would call a locker-room mentality. I'm not even sure that term
qualifies as an anachronism since it seems more than clear from his
journals that what we call the locker-room mentality was alive and well
in the eighteenth century even if they didn't have locker rooms.
Boswell clearly had many times been the auditor of conversations
among men when no women were present. Those conversations
typically turn to familiar forms of male banter, much of it about
women. Often enough these conversations wefe not really about sex
at all, but are rather instances of what I would call masculine chestbeating, that is, men swaggering before other men. What they are
really doing at these moments is playing games of dominance and
submission, the kind of games by which men sort themselves into a
hierarchy of sorts. Whoever has "scored" the most goes on top, and
whoever has scored the least—or heaven help us, not at all—goes to the
bottom.
"Jeffrey Weeks, Sexualityand Its Discontents(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985), 246-60.
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Many of Boswell's entries recording his sexual encounters sound
very much to me like scoring, and therefore like Boswell trying to raise
his stature in the eyes of other men. In other words, a sexual encounter
is not something that occurs with a female but is really something done
for other men. The fun is not in the doing, the fun is in the telling. It
may be worth noting that even when composing his journals Boswell
would have felt the eyes of other men upon him (e.g., John Johnston
of Grange) even in these so-called most private of moments. Much the
same could be said about Boswell's preoccupation with his "perfor
mance" and with his "size." "Who is likely to forget his boast about his
performance after he finally beds Louisa in The London Journal: "Five
times was I fairly lost in supreme rapture. Louisa was madly fond of
me; she declared I was a prodigy, and asked me if this was not extraordi
nary for human nature."" Nor would it be easy to forget how pleased
he is to be reporting that a girl of the streets "wondered at my size" and
"said if I ever took a girl's maidenhead, I would make her squeak.""
But for whose sake is Boswell letting us know these things? The
answer, it seems to me, is unmistakable. They are clearly intended for
a male audience."
Women are included in the world of the Life, but they can be
hard to find. Much of what we see in Boswell's Life of Johnson portrays
what today would be called a homosocial world, that is, a world where
men prefer the company of other men, sometimes to the total exclusion
of women. Even if we didn't have Hester Thrale Piozzi's testimony
about Johnson's social inclinations to the contrary, we would still
know even from the Life about Johnson's interactions with numerous
females, with, for instance, Charlotte Lennox, Hill Boothby, Molly
Aston, Elizabeth Carter, Hannah More, Elizabeth Montagu, Catharine
Macaulay, Fanny Burney, and, of course, with his house companions
Anna Williams and Elizabeth Desmoulins. That being said, however,
it is still true that the charaaeristic scene in the Life shows us men
sitting around a room absorbed in conversation with other men. That
homosocial world is perhaps best captured in the presentation of
meetings of the Literary Club which of course had no female members.
The LondonJournal, 1762-1763,ed. Frederick A. Potde (NewYork: McGraw-Hill, 1950), 139.
" The LondonJournal, 49-50.
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This may or may not reflect Johnson's preferred way of conducting
social relationships, but I am fairly certain it reflects Boswell's. He
seems most comfortable, most at home if you will, when he is in the
company of other men.
One element that seems curiously absent from all these scenes is
any sign of what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has called the homosexual
panic, which I take to mean the fear or dread of doing or saying
something that might cause other people to think or to say that one is
homosexual". Sedgwick believes that the homosexual panic only began
to shape male behavior well into the nineteenth century. I strongly
suspect it was there much earlier. It may in fact date as far back as the
dawn of recorded time, or even farther back than that. In any event,
I am fairly certain the homosexual panic was in place by the eighteenth
century. The lines may have been differently drawn than they are in
the late twentieth century, but the lines were still there. Even then
there was a fear that certain behaviors might lead one to conclude one
was if not a homosexual then at least a sodomite. One way to shortcircuit any onset of a homosexual panic is for men to spend their time
together talking about women, and especially to talk about women as
sexual objects. There are certain traces of these kinds of conversations
in the journals and in the Life, but I suspect that they are for the most
part silently omitted." And with good reason. There is a certain
dreariness to them because they are always the same. If you've heard
one, you've heard at least a thousand of them, maybe more.
One reason for the absence of any signs of homosexual panic or
for that matter of any sign of shame or even embarrassment about this

" It is, of course, Kosofslgr Sedgwick's tkesis that the hotuosexual panic first makes its
appearance in thenineteenth century. It is only then, according to her, that wrord homosexual
starts to signify a category of human conduct and thus becomes a way of ordering and
apprehending reality. Heterosexual men then beginto worry aboutdoing anything that might
cause them to belabeled homosexual. See Between Men: English Literatureand MaleHomosocial
Desire (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 87-91.
" But not entirely out of s^t. Something much like the following boast in a letter to Sir
Alexander Dick comes into view from time to time. This is from a letter written on 18 April
1768 when Boswell woidd have been 27years old: "Notwithstanding all my wise resolutions, 1
must confess that since 1 last came to London, 1 have been if possible more extravagantly fond
of the Ladies than ever. Vixi puellis nuperidoueus—Et militavi non sine gloria." [I have lived
recently (asthough) suitedforgirls (and for nothing else)—and 1have soldiered pn the campaigns
of love) not without glory]. The General Correspondence of James Boswell, 1766-1769, ed.
Richard C. Cole, PeterS. Baker, Rachel McClellan,JamesJ. Caudle (New Haven and London:
Yale University Press; Edinbrugh: Edinburgh University Press, 1993),1, xli.
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intense relationship with another man may be that Boswell was
convinced he was safe. It may well be that he gained an immediate
zone of safety from the general knowledge of Johnson's ugliness and
general ungainliness. These could serve to have dampened any
suspicions that there might have been about any erotic attraction
between the two. However, the marked difference in their ages was
probably the primary zone of safety among those who knew them
both. When they first met on May 16, 1763 Boswell was only 22 while
Johnson was then 54, the difference in their ages being almost 32 years.
When Johnson passed away on December 13, 1784 he was then 75
while Boswell was then only 44. I know there may be advocates of
intergenerational sex out there, but the bulk of society seems to
presume there is nothing serious going on between two people of vastly
different ages even when they spend large amounts of time to
gether—unless or until there is good reason to think otherwise. That
would mean that Boswell could feel safe while spending large amounts
of time with Johnson and that he didn't have to worry what other
people might be thinking. In so many words, in this world there was
no need for a homosexual panic.
The large difference in their ages, though, is what has led to
speculation on yet another count, and that is that Johnson's relation
ship with the much younger Boswell was really paternal in character.
And yes, the facts as we know them would make this observation hard
to dispute too. Boswell's exasperated and exasperating relationship
with his own father is well known.'^ The elder Alexander Boswell
constantly criticized his son, and never gave him the approval for
which he yearned. That is why it has often been observed that young
James was simply looking for a substitute father in seeking out older
men such as Pasquale di Paoli and Samuel Johnson. This turns those
relationship into something quite the opposite of Freud's Oedipal wish.
In this case, the young man wants to sleep with the father not the

"That tortured aud tortuiiiig rektionsliip between father and son has been well described by
Frederick A. Pottle. See JamesBoswell: The Earlier Years,1740-1769 (New York: McGraw-Hill,
1966), 56-57,108-10,341-42, and passim. William Ober, M.D., though, may get closerto the
pathological castthat seems to surround that relationship. He pointsout that the elder Boswell
decided to re-marry on the very same day that his son was to take a bride. As he says it,
"History records few more striking examples of the use of synchronoussexual competition by
a father to perpetuate castration anxiety in his son" (32).
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mother, if not for sexual contact then at least to have him hold him in
his arms. I suspect that this, too, played a part in Boswell's relationship
with Johnson, along with some measure of sexual attraction.
Boswell's, psychosexuality, then, as I see it, was a complex and
complicated matter. There is no question in my mind but that his
aggressive masculine sexuality was in large part a social construa.
Along with whatever natural urges there may have been and whatever
private thoughts he may have had, he had learned early on to play a
role. He knew what his society expected in male behavior, and he
acted accordingly. This, I think, goes a long way toward explaining
why in our postmodern times his behavior, particularly as he describes
it in his journals, is found to be so offensive. He was writing to please
a very different audience from the one who reads those journals today
or from the much larger audience who read his Life of Johnson in his
own day.
But, as I hope I have successfully argued here, Boswell also had a
large component of the feminine in his psychology. This is a side to
which he rarely attended in the journals, and virtually never acknowl
edged to himself or to others. He may even have acted against anything
feminine in himself given the backlash he could almost certainly expect
if that side of himself were to be in any way open to view. Yet it is to
that very feminine side that he owed those desires to create that would
draw him on toward his literary successes. It is to this side that he
owed that kind of passiveness that would allow him to yoke himself in
the manner of a handmaiden to another stronger, more dominant (dare
I say bearish?) personality. It was that side that gave him the patience
and the diligence he needed to gather the materials he would need to
fashion his vision into a great biography. The journals do not reveal
the "real" Boswell behind the facade of the Tour and the Life, and
gender theory helps us understand why. The texts of the journals are
by and large gendered male, but the texts of the Tour to the Hebrides and
The Life ofJohnson are, to the contrary, gendered both male and female.
James Boswell, author and literary artist, owed his successes to
whatever willingness he had to act a female part.

